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THE BATTLE TO SAVE EARTH


By Robert Fischer (Aged Eight And A Third)


Saturday 21 March 1981


PART ONE


[image: Image 1]


One day Richard Moxham and I were walking down Yarm High Street when a ray of light shot down from the sky and formed a kind of force field on the pavement. I held Richard back and looked at the force field for a moment. Then I walked into it. Richard followed me. As soon as we felt the force field we fell unconscious on the ground. Then the force field dissapered into thin air. I woke up in a strange room. I stood up and looked around. There was white walls and lots of screens around me. On one of the walls was an electronic door. Then I saw Richard laid just at my feet. I pushed him and said ‘Wake Up Richard,’ Richard opened his eyes and stood up. ‘What are we doing here?’ He asked. ‘That’s what I want to know,’ I answered. Suddenly I spotted a control box by the electronic door. I pulled a lever down and the door opened. We both went through the gap. Behind the door was a long corridor. There was twelve doorways down each side. Suddenly I heard footsteps. I pulled Richard into a doorway. A strange white robot with a laser gun in its hand came walking down the corridor. I ran out of the doorway, kicked the robot in the chest and grabbed the gun. ‘Now we have to find you a gun,’ I said to Richard. I saw a trapdoor in the floor. I said to Richard ‘Look, a trapdoor’. ‘What’s down there?’ Richard asked. I opened the trapdoor and looked down. It was too dark to see anything. ‘It’s too dark to see anything,’ I answered. I put my foot on the trapdoor and fell down it.


To be continued . . .




INTRODUCTION



FOUR THINGS I’VE LEARNED recently about my eight-year-old self:



1.  I can spell virtually any word in my modest vocabulary apart from ‘disappeared’.



2.  I can use quotation marks, but I’ve yet to be convinced about these new-fangled ‘paragraph’ things.



3.  I have a habit of stating the very bleeding obvious to Richard Moxham.



4.  Richard Moxham might be my best friend, but if we’ve been transported to a strange alien netherworld with only one laser gun between us, then – clearly – bollocks to him.


I’m thirty-two years old, and I’m sitting on the edge of the hatchway to the attic, my legs dangling precariously over the landing floor below. I’ve just discovered The Battle to Save Earth, neatly handwritten twenty-four years previously in a WHSmith exercise book and painstakingly punctuated with surprisingly detailed illustrations – all lustily drawn in black felt-tip and owing a substantial debt to the cartoon strips in Star Wars Weekly, reserved for me every week by Mr Murray, the elderly newsagent whose dark, enticing corner shop was a wonderland of comics and stickers. The book was at the bottom of a cobweb-strewn cardboard box, lost under a hundredweight of old Whizzer and Chipses and a battered, time-worn, Sellotape-strewn KerPlunk, and it’s the first time I’ve clapped eyes on it for almost two decades. I’ve recently bought my first house and moved into it with my first long-term girlfriend, and my parents have seized the opportunity to transport a small lorry-load of long-forgotten childhood relics from their dusty attic to mine.


Flicking through the book’s crinkled pages, I feel like I’ve once again fallen into a swirling, mysterious force field, this time emerging unscathed on a breezy Saturday afternoon in March 1981. I’m at my gran’s bungalow in Acklam, a leafy, modern suburb of Middlesbrough that contemporary Polaroids reveal to have been constructed entirely from brown and orange blobs. And, coincidentally, I’ve just had beans-on-toast for my dinner. A long, lazy afternoon stretches before me, and I prise open the front page of my pristine new ‘writing book’, the Biro gripped in my tiny right hand – the key to unlocking an eager imagination. ‘This one’s going to get published,’ I tell my mum, as she brings in a small tray of tea and almond slices.


‘I’m sure it is.’ She smiles, but I can tell she doesn’t believe me.


Hah.


Like most of my friends at Levendale Primary School, a modern, open-plan seat of learning in my staunchly middle-class home town of Yarm, I’m obsessed with science fiction. It’s that kind of era. Doctor Who is a fixture of Saturday teatimes, unless you switch over to ITV, in which case it’s Buck Rogers in the 25th Century. The only other TV channel available is BBC2, and nobody watches BBC2. It’s less than a year since the release of The Empire Strikes Back, and the influence of Star Wars is, well . . . universal. For Richard Moxham’s birthday in October, we went to see Battle Beyond the Stars, a low-budget knock-off starring a grizzled George Peppard and Richard ‘John Boy Walton’ Thomas. There was only one King Cone left in the freezer in the foyer and Richard got it – so let’s call it quits with the laser gun, eh? More recently, I’ve dragged my poor, overworked dad back to Middlesbrough’s ABC Cinema to see a deliciously camp and gaudy reworking of that cheesy old sci-fi staple Flash Gordon. Although to me, there’s nothing remotely cheap or arch about these movies – their stories are as vital and immutable as the Bible, and Brian Blessed is my new god. When my uncle Trevor pays a fleeting visit to my gran’s house that afternoon, he talks enthusiastically about The Adventure Game, a new BBC quiz show, seemingly aimed squarely at pale, well-spoken boys in parkas. It transports the likes of Maggie Philbin and Michael Rodd to the dreaded, far-away, surreal planet Arg, where they’re frequently menaced by a growling aspidistra. Sci-fi is everywhere I go, and, as far as I’m concerned, it’s only a matter of time before the entire population of the UK dresses in shiny, tin-foil space suits and communicates in strange, unearthly bleeps and groans. Gary Numan has started already.


[image: starimg]


It doesn’t last, of course. Within a few short years, admitting you like science fiction carries as much cultural credibility as, well . . . admitting you like Gary Numan. But, diligent to the end, I keep the flame alive in my heart. Long after the rest of my generation has lost interest, hit puberty and discovered something called ‘girls’ (and more on those later), I continue to have Star Wars Weekly reserved for me at the newsagent’s, even after Mr Murray has ascended to the great magazine rack in the sky.


In fact my obsession with science fiction and the darker corners of cult TV becomes so all-pervading that, even as a thirty-two-year-old man flicking gleefully through The Battle to Save Earth, the significance of the date 21 March 1981 is immediately and obviously apparent to me. A matter of hours after writing that breathless opening chapter, my eight-year-old self had almost choked on a corned-beef sandwich as Tom Baker’s Doctor Who had plummeted from the top of a towering radio telescope, raised a wearisome arm into the air, and regenerated amidst a halo of light into a youthful and rather surprised-looking Peter Davison. Yes, that fateful Saturday – with its almond slices and beans-on-toast and the first exciting instalment of The Battle to Save Earth – was a pivotal day in sci-fi history. I had little idea that Baker was leaving the show, and only a vague inkling that there’d even been previous Doctors. We were halfway through Jim’ll Fix It before I recovered my senses.


It was a seismic communal cultural experience, and back at school on Monday morning, even our kindly supply teacher Mrs Curtain (a woman whom my dad, attending a parents’ evening, once told to ‘pull herself together’) had asked us if we’d seen the Doctor’s regeneration. It was the first time I’d ever heard anyone use the word, and the school was aflame with gossip and speculation as to what might happen next in the show. It was all anyone wanted to talk about – until, of course, I revealed that Richard Moxham had been sucked into a force field in Yarm High Street and stranded on an alien oligarchy without a laser gun to his name. Hope you enjoyed that King Cone, mate.



I’m not bitter.


I fumble my way down the stepladder and close the hatch to the attic, still clutching The Battle to Save Earth to my chest, which I toss onto a desk in my ramshackle spare-room office. And then, purely on a whim, I boot up the PC and go online to read a little more about Tom Baker’s swansong story, ‘Logopolis’, and, entirely by chance, discover that – in a matter of months – a Doctor Who convention, Dimensions, is arriving five miles up the road in Stockton-on-Tees. A town roughly equidistant between my gran’s old house in Acklam and my dusty new attic in Teesside force-field hotspot Yarm, packed with yellowing Whizzer and Chipses and myriad other delights.


Resistance, to coin a phrase, is useless.


I buy a ticket and start counting down the days.
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A couple of weeks later, I do something incredibly reckless. My ticket for Stockton’s impending Dimensions convention is still winging its way through the Royal Mail’s time vortex to my new front door, but – worryingly – it’s got me thinking. I start to wonder, almost to my own disquiet, whether similar celebrations are held for my other childhood sci-fi obsessions. I’m irresistibly drawn again to the PC upstairs (with The Battle to Save Earth still plonked unceremoniously on the desk) and – checking nervously around the room to ensure that my brain isn’t watching – my fingers type ‘Cult TV’ and ‘Convention’ into Google, dancing their way around the keyboard and pressing ‘Enter’ before the sensible part of my mind has a chance to raise a single, rational objection.


Within seconds I’m lost in a mire of nostalgia, as long-lost and once-loved TV shows leap out of a maze of windows on my wheezing, overworked computer screen. Look, there’s Blake’s 7 – the show that made sitting through the last five minutes of Nationwide almost worthwhile. Here comes Red Dwarf, the space-age sitcom that – as a seventeen-year-old – I found tickling my smeg receptors in a way that no other comedy had done since the glorious teenage evening I’d discovered Monty Python. And, inevitably, Python is there as well – no longer deceased and gone to join the choir invisible, but alive and kicking in the hearts of hundreds of fans who descend on a remote Scottish castle every autumn for their annual coconut-clopping party. There’s The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy, the TV adaptation that I could recite virtually word for word until it was beaten out of me in spring 1988 by a gang of marauding wizards from Terry Pratchett’s Discworld books. Is Discworld there as well? You bet your twenty-sided role-playing dice it is. They’re enticing, intriguing and irresistable, like half-forgotten lovers, luring me away for filthy weekends in strange provincial hotels.


While my girlfriend, Sorcha, sleeps soundly beside me, I spend the night lying bolt awake in bed, the rational side of my mind presenting to the courtroom of my conscience a string of irrefutable evidence as to why indulging this ludicrous nostalgic streak at a string of sci-fi and cult TV conventions would, in essence, be a terrible idea. Credit-card demands in red ink are presented with stern, furrowed brows, mortgage statements tutted over and thrown in desperation at my feet. But it’s a losing battle. Rationale is prodded into a dark, secluded corner of my mind by the motley rabble of wizards, time-travellers, alien warlords and paranoid androids that have now sectioned off the larger part of my brain and are vigorously protecting its borders with staffs, lances and phasers set to stun. At 4.30am, they erect a deadly force field around my last remaining bubble of sanity, and declare a state of martial law. Five hours later, I’m back in front of the computer screen again – wide-eyed and wired, and shamelessly booking a ticket for a Robin of Sherwood convention in Retford. Oh, and Red Dwarf, in Peterborough. And Blake’s 7 as well – that’s in Stockton too, so it would be churlish not to attend. Wouldn’t it?


I slump, exhausted, in front of the PC. I feel like Lady Macbeth after King Duncan’s murder, and want to race into the bathroom to wash the green Dalek blood from my guilty, fevered hands. I’m a broken man, and the eight-year-old boy who sat down one breezy Saturday afternoon to write The Battle to Save Earth has reasserted control over my psyche.


And this time, no power in the universe can stop him.




THE BATTLE TO SAVE EARTH


By Robert Fischer (Aged Eight And A Third)


Sunday 22 March 1981


PART TWO
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I found myself falling down a round chute. I landed in another room. Then I heard voices. I looked up and saw an army of robots stood round me. All their guns were pointing at me. ‘You are a prisoner of klebba . . .’ they said. The room I was being held prisoner in had now turned into a battleground. Several laser blasts were being fired at me, but I returned the fire and was shooting the robots down one by one. I ran to a doorway and ducked into it. But I was caught again by a strange hooded man. ‘Who are you?’ I asked him. ‘I am Commander of all the robots, Captain Zero,’ the man answered. ‘Who are you?’ ‘I’m Robert Fischer from Earth,’ I replied. ‘You will be taken prisoner by klebba,’ Zero said. I was taken down a dark passageway and into a huge hall. There was some steps up to a platform. Suddenly I saw someone smiling at me. ‘Richard!’ I shouted. I kicked Zero off my arm and ran to Richard. ‘When this klebba appears, we’ll start a fight,’ I whispered to him. ‘OK, Robert,’ Richard said. Suddenly a light appeared on the platform. A man dressed in yellow, green and black walked onto it. A large group of creatures including Snakemen and Birdmen saluted him. Zero again grabbed hold of Richard and I. ‘Get lost,’ I shouted at Zero. Zero kicked me in the leg so I thumped him in the jaw. ‘Told you we’d start a fight,’ I said to Richard.


To be continued . . .




DOCTOR WHO


DIMENSIONS CONVENTION


SWALLOW HOTEL, STOCKTON-ON-TEES


FRIDAY 11 – SUNDAY 13 NOVEMBER


‘Peter Davison is currently at the Chiswick Roundabout.’ [image: Icon 1]




LET’S GO BACK EVEN further in time. Back beyond even almond slices and mine and Richard’s ripping adventures in The Battle to Save Earth. It’s Saturday 30 August 1975, just after teatime, and I’m screaming. Not the ordinary, everyday, casual screaming of the average three-year-old (and I am, at this point, a very average three-year-old) but a full-blooded, milk-curdling, hands-over-the-ears scream that rattles the double glazing and threatens to generate a tsunami in a nearby bowl of Butterscotch Angel Delight.


The cause of my distress is one no doubt being shared by a legion of similarly tearful toddlers nationwide. It is, of course, Doctor Who. I’m once again at my gran’s bungalow in Acklam, and my resident sci-fi guru Uncle Trevor is watching his favourite programme. An amiable twentysomething sporting hair the size, shape and colour of an autumnal laburnum bush and a beige nylon ensemble that generates enough static electricity to power a small African village for a month, Uncle Trevor is rapt in front of a Rediffusion TV. The episode he’s watching is part one of ‘Terror of the Zygons’, a creepy Tom Baker potboiler that culminates, terrifyingly, in the Doctor’s companion, Sarah Jane Smith, having her first gruesome encounter with a Zygon – an orange, baby-faced alien covered in more weeping pustules and snot than the average Bay City Rollers audience.


It’s all too much for my delicate three-year-old psyche. At this stage in my life, there are only three things in the world that truly scare me, and all three of them are on TV. The first is Ron Mael, the Hitler-moustached keyboard player in oddball glam-rockers Sparks, whose bug-eyed sideways stare into the Top of the Pops cameras once sent me into a convulsive fit of terror so pronounced that I almost choked on a Wombles Easter egg. The second is Fred Harris, an innocuously bearded Play School presenter whose every appearance sends me scurrying behind the hostess trolley, praying for the comfortable familiarity of Johnny Ball or Floella Benjamin. Both Ron Mael and Fred Harris have one factor in common – facial hair. Yes, I’m a pre-school pogonophobic, liable to soil my terry-towelling dungarees at the slightest exposure to a beard or moustache. Even the presence of a modest pair of sideburns is enough to make me twitch nervously in my rompers. Given the nature of my condition, it’s unfortunate that I’ve been born into an era when growing extravagant facial hair falls somewhere between eating and sleeping in the list of human priorities. And that’s just for the women.


The third is, of course, Doctor Who. And yet, buried somewhere deep beneath the head-chilling terror and the crockery-rattling screams, the show has a hint of fascination for me, too. It scares the 1970s ab-dabs out of me, but I’m always in the room when it starts, and I’ve never once asked to be removed for my own safety. Although, on this occasion, it’s providence that comes to the rescue, and the episode is interrupted by a textbook 1970s power cut. My mum dashes to the kitchen to root out candles and matches in case the failure lasts beyond daylight hours. My gran rubs a balloon against Uncle Trevor’s shirt front. There are still six years to go before The Battle to Save Earth and the start of my true obsession, but the foundations for creating a lifelong fan have already sunk firmly to the bottom of my consciousness.


A BLUFFER’S GUIDE TO . . . DOCTOR WHO


Launched in 1963 to fill the gap between the football results and Juke Box Jury, Doctor Who is the great-grandaddy of British TV sci-fi, albeit a great-grandaddy that’s outlived most of its younger, flashier descendents and ended up having extensive plastic surgery to make itself, against all odds, a flagship show for BBC1 in the early part of the twenty-first century. And it’s still on after the football results. The central character – who’s actually called ‘the Doctor’ and not ‘Doctor Who’, lest you risk the wrath of a million irate fanboys – is a rogue but kindly Time Lord who deserted his dreary home planet Gallifrey in search of galactic adventure, travelling in an unreliable time machine called the TARDIS (capital letters, please), and often joined by one or more travelling companions who are usually human, usually female and usually given to displaying enough cleavage to entice a legion of male fans who would otherwise go out after the football results. Oh, and the TARDIS is – naturally – disguised as a 1960s police box, primarily because its ‘chameleon circuit’ – which would otherwise allow it to change shape to blend in with its surroundings – has been broken for the best part of fifty years. We’re not sure exactly why, but suspect it might have something to do with a shoestring BBC budget.


The Doctor has so far been killed nine times, and on each occasion has handily ‘regenerated’ into an entirely different actor. To date, we’ve seen William Hartnell (the grumpy, white-haired one); Patrick Troughton (the impish, tramp-like one); Jon Pertwee (the dashing one with the big nose); Tom Baker (the mad one with the scarf); Peter Davison (the shy one in the cricket gear); Colin Baker (the shouty one in the loud suit); and Sylvester McCoy (the Scottish one who rolled his ‘rrrrr’s). In 1989, at the end of McCoy’s third series, the show was cancelled, returning briefly in 1996 as a glitzy American TV movie with Paul McGann (the handsome one in the frock coat) and then permanently to BBC1 in 2005, first with Christopher Eccleston (the Northern one in the leather jacket) and then David Tennant (the skinny one with the trainers) in the lead role.


Popular Doctor Who catchphrases include ‘Exterminate’, ‘Reverse The Polarity Of The Neutron Flow’, ‘I’m Pretty Sure That’s Cromer’ and ‘Of Course, It’s Not As Good As It Used To Be’. If you want to impress a Doctor Who fan, tell him (and it almost certainly will be a him) that you might be able to lay your hands on the missing 1968 story ‘Fury From the Deep’. If you want to annoy a Doctor Who fan, tell him that ‘Fury From the Deep’ was rubbish, and not a patch on anything written by Russell T. Davies. If you want to go to a Doctor Who convention, make sure you’re prepared to spend a weekend in a hotel with four hundred people who would genuinely kill a man to get their hands on any of the missing episodes.
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November 2005. It’s a bitterly cold evening in Stockton-on-Tees, and I’m sitting by the window of a first-floor hotel bar watching a scuffle break out between two women in the High Street below. Thankfully, should the violence escalate, reinforcements are at hand. Perched on the bar-stool opposite me is a Cyberman. To my right, a man in the full, flowing regalia of a Prydonian Chapter Time Lord is eating a packet of prawn cocktail crisps and reading the local paper.


I’m at the Doctor Who convention, and the culture shock has hit me faster than a Dalek on a dry ski-slope. A turn of phrase that, in the simmering, violent atmosphere of the High Steet outside, might just earn me a good kicking. But in the secluded alternate universe of the Swallow Hotel this weekend, it’s hardly likely to raise an eyebrow.


Although to be fair, Cybermen aren’t especially noted for their facial hair. Which is more than can be said for the two mini-skirted harridans trading punches in the taxi queue outside.


The convention – called Dimensions, and taking up an entire floor of this towering red-brick construction, a venue normally reserved for conferences, wedding receptions and extra-marital naughtiness – hasn’t really started in earnest. This is the Friday-night get-together, a relaxed precursor to the weekend’s activities. Sign in, pick up your name tag, and take part in a Doctor Who-themed pub quiz in which questions like ‘What is the rank of the Time Lord in charge of Gallifreyan security in “The Deadly Assassin”?’ are greeted with snorts of derision from men in Edwardian cricketing costumes who are already grumbling that last year’s quiz was far more of a challenge.


For some time now I’ve been keenly people-watching, mentally placing my fellow attendees into shamefully stereotypical categories.


Making up a sizeable – and very vocal – minority of the punters are the fancy-dressers, hardy convention veterans to a man. And, with much less frequency, a woman. They’re loud and brash and they all seem to know each other. They’re dressed up as their favourite Doctor, or their favourite monster, or their favourite companion, or the Time Lord in charge of Gallifreyan security in ‘The Deadly Assassin’. (Just in case the suspense is too much to bear any more, it’s the Castellan.)


Then there are the fanboys: the pale, nervous, skinny men – and these are, without exception, all men – who fulfil the classic stereotype of sci-fi fans. They’re not loud, they’re not brash, and they don’t appear to know anybody. At all. Most of them probably spend far too much time logged onto internet message boards, calling themselves The_Castellan and complaining that the question should have specified that their namesake in ‘The Deadly Assassin’ was only in charge of security in The Capitol, and that his jurisdiction didn’t extend across the whole of the planet Gallifrey.


They’re not dressed up, unless you consider Undertones-era Feargal Sharkey to be a Doctor Who character. Which he isn’t, although The Fall’s Mark E. Smith does bear more than a passing resemblance to Davros.


There’s also a sizeable strata of fandom that places the convention into a dimension even further removed from the shirt-sleeved, Smirnoff Ice-fuelled gritty Northern madness outside. Doctor Who has a massive gay following. Darting between Doctors, Cybermen and bespectacled internet Castellans are dozens of stunningly handsome young men dressed in designer gear so immaculately tasteful and tight that it makes Jon Pertwee look like . . . well, Worzel Gummidge. Even the Cyberman sitting opposite has put the conquest of the galaxy on the back burner and is eyeing up a sculpted Jude Law lookalike swigging Blue WKD over by the lifts.


I’m deep in conversation with Nathan, gleefully swapping stories of our respective childhood screaming fits. Slouched in louche, crimson armchairs by a television on which EastEnders is merrily burbling to itself, we realise that we’re being loomed over by a tall, brightly ginger, serious-looking fan, eyeing the room with an imperious gaze and holding a fluorescent-pink rucksack at a fully extended arm’s length. It’s difficult to decide whether he has the look of a trained killer about him or simply the traumatised thousand-yard stare of a man who’s seen ‘Terror of the Zygons’ just that one time too many.


‘What do you think is in his bag?’ I ask.


‘Peter Davison’s severed head,’ replies Nathan.


I’ve come to know Nathan primarily through Outpost Gallifrey. Yes, the dreaded internet message board, an addictive online community that has stolen my soul and around half my waking hours. He’s wiry and garrulous, with a shock of unruly, sandy hair and an infectiously loud laugh that ack-acks round the bar like a World War I machine gun. He seems to have spent much of the last twenty years immersed in sci-fi fandom, and – like a grizzled Vietnam veteran – has seen sights that no man should ever have to endure. Later in the weekend, he’ll produce his collection of late 1980s Janet Ellis fanzines. I love him.


It took me a few days to reveal to Sorcha that I’d spent several hundred pounds of what we’d tacitly agreed was ‘holiday money’ on a handful of sci-fi and cult TV conventions, in some vague, weak-minded attempt to recapture the freewheeling, fantasy-loving innocence of my childhood. There can’t be many men on Teesside who have had to utter the phrase ‘Do you fancy Peterborough for your holidays this summer?’ to their loved one, especially when the follow-up rationale concerns a weekend in a Holiday Inn with Craig Charles and Danny John-Jules. She wasn’t enormously enthusiastic, and the week of eye-rolling and monosyllabic conversations that followed began to drag me back into the real world. And this from a woman who – the first time I’d met her – was serving behind the bar of my local pub brazenly sporting a Red Dwarf ‘Smeg Off’ T-shirt. She was the first woman I’d ever seen wearing any item of sci-fi memorabilia, and only the second woman I’d ever met who could drink a pint of Flying Herbert in less than twenty seconds. We were living together within months, despite her best friend’s solemn warning that I looked ‘like a young Fred West’.


Since then, however, she seems to have entered something of a state of sci-fi denial. Doctor Who, she’d declared, is the refuge of ‘geeks and weirdos’, although – with the kind of resigned sigh that often accompanies packed suitcases and hastily scribbled letters of farewell – she had reluctantly agreed to transport me home at the end of the inevitable beer marathon with Nathan, on the strict proviso that I’d be ready for collection at midnight on the dot. Like a sci-fi Cinderella, I’ll cast off my Time Lord robes and revert back to my usual corduroy ensemble, then jump into the TARDIS, shimmering back into its workaday appearance of Sorcha’s mud-splattered Toyota Starlet.


I told her this with a sense of irresistible boyish enthusiasm. ‘Whatever,’ she’d replied, and gone back to poring over our mortgage statement.


I push our troubled relationship to the very back of my mind. As the doof-doof of drums sounds the end of EastEnders, Nathan and I chat about the new series of Doctor Who, which we’ve both watched with a sense of shameless, child-like, open-mouthed wonder. The weeks leading up to Christopher Eccleston’s debut episode had been almost unbearable for me. With over a month to go, I’d lain awake in bed next to Sorcha, furtively counting down the number of sleeps to the blessed day itself. The last time I’d remembered doing this was in the run-up to Christmas 1984, when leaked reports from my parents’ clandestine shopping expeditions suggested that a brand-new ZX Spectrum might be heading my way. Much to Sorcha’s chagrin, I’d spent the day of broadcast itself ensuring that everything in the house was ready, and that nothing could possibly taint my forthcoming viewing experience. I’d cleaned and tidied the front room with a terrifying missionary zeal, while she stomped angrily away, muttering under her breath a phrase that might – just might – have been ‘fucking obsessive compulsive disorder’. But I just couldn’t allow a stray pile of clothes or an un-vacuumed laminate floor to detract from the magical moments to come. When the opening credits rolled, and that unmistakable tunnelled vortex sucked me into the TV screen for the first time in sixteen years, I cried.


As we speak, I notice that a nervy Castellan is now lurking behind us, staring nervously at the lifts and fumbling with a flashing sonic screwdriver.


‘He’s probably concerned about the basement,’ says Nathan. ‘It says “Minus One” on the button in the lift. I met one fan last year who was worried it would take him to a different dimension.’


At this point, noting through the window that the customary air of simmering unpleasantness in the High Street is also in danger of entering a different dimension, I decide to make good my escape, tramping downstairs into the cold night air. It’s 10pm, and the High Street is packed with revellers, with scantily clad queues snaking out from the busiest clubs and bars, and a heavy police presence already apparent. The Toyota TARDIS awaits, hidden under a tree in a deserted pay-and-display car park behind the Swallow Hotel. Taking a last furtive glance to ensure Rucksack Man hasn’t followed me out onto the street, I dematerialise for the night.
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The next morning is, if anything, even colder. The sky – as The_Castellan would undoubtedly point out – is roughly the same shade of grey as a Special Weapons Dalek, and stinging flecks of hard-edged Teesside rain are whistling horizontally through the air. I cross the choppy River Tees via the wobbly Millennium Bridge, which shakes and rattles its way into the back of the Castlegate Shopping Centre, with its permanent aroma of butchers’ shops and floor polish.


The babble of excited chatter hits me as I ascend the hotel stairs just after 9am. The convention has started in earnest.


And the fancy-dressers are out in force. Amid the usual parade of Tom Baker and Peter Davison outfits are some admirable attempts to create more recent Doctor Who costumes, including a couple of laudable stabs at the tight demob suit and Converse trainers ensemble that new incumbent David Tennant has adopted. Although, unfortunately, few of the brave Tenth Doctors at Dimensions come within a whisker of matching Tennant’s slimline figure, and it’s hard to look at any of them without thinking of Alexei Sayle.


I’ve dressed up as the Doctor myself, but not for twenty-three years. In 1982, I’d persuaded my long-suffering primary-school teachers Mrs Moore and Mr Millward to allow me to write and produce a short Doctor Who play to be staged in our school assembly. Shamelessly casting myself as the Doctor, I’d stolen a black curly wig from the middle school dressing-up box, and draped myself in one of my grandad’s old scarves, liberated from the back of the wardrobe for the first time in decades. I recorded sound effects myself, trying to emulate the wheezing, groaning mechanics of the TARDIS by breathing heavily into a portable tape recorder on our dining-room table, despite my dad’s earnest protestations that I was ‘spitting on his chips’. The play itself never came to fruition, my brave new vision for 1980s Doctor Who eventually falling apart in a flurry of script problems, ego clashes and disastrous production decisions. We were nothing if not authentic.


I still remember the feeling of authority and well-being that stepping into the Doctor’s clothes gave me as a child, and can only imagine that today’s adult dresser-uppers feel the same sense of empowerment. I wonder if their choice of Doctor somehow reflects their own character traits – the would-be Tom Bakers feeling bohemian and flippant, the pseudo Peter Davisons more gentle and fair-minded. Although one skinny fan in a Jon Pertwee cape falls someway short of his own Doctor’s unflappable persona when he emerges from the gentlemen’s toilets to find a fully functional Dalek racing towards him with alarming velocity. ‘Did you have a nice wee?’ it barks, pinning him to the wall as the colour drains from his cheeks. ‘I hope you washed your hands.’


Trooping diligently through the hotel, I emerge blinking into the Swallow Hotel’s ironically titled Summer Room, a vast, cold function space being used this weekend to host the convention’s Q&A sessions. Rows of neatly arranged plastic chairs fill the room, and at the far end is a makeshift stage, behind which hangs a backdrop of the new TARDIS console room, its vivid green and orange tones like the aftermath of an explosion in some lurid 1970s sweetshop.


The room is playing host to a panel with two of the old series’ best-remembered monsters. Like a tousle-haired Greek god sprayed from head to foot in gold body paint and – crucially – sporting ping-pong balls for eyes, Bernard Holley appeared in 1971’s ‘The Claws of Axos’, playing the villainous Axon Leader opposite Jon Pertwee as the Doctor and Roger Delgado’s impeccably sinister Master. Tall and suavely dignified, with swept-back silver hair and a navy blue blazer, he now cuts an equally impressive figure, with the effortless authority of a rural GP or a recently retired magistrate. As I take my seat in the main hall, he’s waiting in the wings to make his entrance. Hastily deserting his own seat with a terrifying velocity, a bearded Tom Baker-alike muscles past him. ‘I’ll be back in a minute, Bernard. I’m just going to the toilet,’ he shouts, in a Geordie accent so thick and impenetrable that anyone attempting to wade through it would be well advised to first invest in a sturdy rope and a carbide lamp. The erstwhile Axon Leader looks on, bemused.


He’s accompanied by the shorter, slightly frailer-looking figure of David Gooderson, whose one shot at portraying Davros – the crippled scientific genius behind the dreaded Daleks – came in 1979’s ‘Destiny of the Daleks’. I’m suddenly swept back twenty-six years in a Stockton-based time eddy, arriving at a crucial juncture in my history of sci-fi obsession . . .


CRUCIAL MOMENTS IN FANDOM HISTORY NUMBER ONE: THE DAY I STOPPED BEING SCARED OF DOCTOR WHO


It’s Saturday 1 September 1979, and guess where I am? That’s right, I’m in the Atlantic lowlands of Nicaragua, on the banks of the Rio Coco, attempting to aid the newly established Sandanistas establish political stability in the face of adversity from the deposed Somoza regime. No, not really. I’m at my gran’s bungalow in Acklam once again. It’s just after teatime, so there’ll be a tray of Blue Riband biscuits on the coffee table next to my customary mug of cold milk, and it’s the start of the football season, so my dad will be moaning about Middlesbrough’s results. But I don’t care – I’m curled in the armchair by the front-room window, and Doctor Who is about to start.


It’s been months since the programme was last on air, and the Doctor and I are still enjoying a fractious love-hate relationship. Even though I’m now a sturdy six-year-old, there have still been moments when the programme is too much for me. But with the dawn of this new series I’m prepared to wipe the slate clean and offer the Doctor a fresh start in his bid to claim my affections. The title of the story alone sends a frisson of excitement through my skinny, tracksuit-clad body. ‘Destiny of the Daleks’. I’ve heard of the Daleks from Uncle Trevor, but I’ve never seen one on TV until now.


From the opening sequences I’m gripped. The humour – crowbarred in, I later discover, by jobbing script editor Douglas Adams – goes a little over my head, but it’s the setting that intrigues me more than any of the dialogue. The TARDIS (capital letters, remember) lands in a bleak, desolate landscape of dust-blown boulders and scrubby gorse, and I’m convinced that the location is a remote beauty spot on the local moors that we regularly visit with my outdoors-loving dad, whiling away the Sunday afternoons after toasted scones and Weekend World. It’s known to all on Teesside as ‘the Sheepwash’, and it isn’t difficult to guess what it’s used for. Clue: it isn’t for scrubbing pigs, drying cows or combing horses.


By the time the end credits roll, I’ve had my first glimpse of a genuine TV Dalek (completely failing to notice that the pepperpots in this episode have been visibly battered around in a dusty BBC store-room. They have more peeling grey paint on their bodies than my dad’s rusting Triumph Toledo) and – even more significantly – I’ve managed, for the first time ever, to make it to the end of an episode without being scared at all. I feel like punching the air and celebrating, which is more than any Middlesbrough player has managed in recent memory. Within a week or two, it’s my first day back for a brand-new term at school, and I write a breathless story about the Daleks invading the Sheepwash – no doubt menacing myself and Richard Moxham, even at this early stage the butt of my sci-fi malevolence. I’m late out from my dinner for some reason (probably choking on a block of Spam fritter, or rendered immobile by a glob of pink custard) and, by the time I arrive on our sun-bleached school field, Richard and the rest of my chums are prowling around a rustling hedgerow, arms outstretched, barking threatening commands in a high-pitched staccato.


‘What are you playing?’ I ask as he passes.


‘DA-LEKS,’ he retorts, in a monotone shriek.


I decide, with an admirable eye for the contrary, to take on the role of David Gooderson’s Davros – the crippled, deformed, wheelchair-bound genius confronted by the Doctor at the end of episode two – and trundle around the football pitch accordingly, mouthing gravelly, motor-mouthed monologues to myself. If you’d told me that, twenty-six years later, I’d be standing in a corridor with the genuine article, I’d have had your Blue Riband biscuits checked for hallucinogenics. Although it’s hard to imagine there’d be much of a result – everyone knows it’s Jaffa Cakes that are the trippy shit.
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Back in the real world, Holley and Gooderson are warmly convivial, with a well-rehearsed selection of sepia-tinted stories. Bernard repeats, to the fans’ delight, his immortal Axon war cry ‘I will suck the Earth dry.’ David, meanwhile, talks warmly of working alongside Tom Baker, and his lengthy career as a jobbing actor in the long-ago likes of Bergerac and Tenko. It’s like watching a touring stage revival of Pebble Mill at One. I expect an Aran-sweatered Bob Langley to emerge from the shadows at any moment, clutching a handful of knitted Daleks and introducing Elkie Brooks.


Afterwards, I toy with the idea of joining the autograph queue and asking the erstwhile Axon Leader to sign ‘To Bob, I will suck the Earth dry. Best wishes, Bernard Holley’ on my crumpled Dimensions programme. But, to my surprise, I find myself mortified with fear at the very prospect. Doctor Who has been such an integral part of my childhood that it feels somehow immoral to steal even a second of time away from its associated actors, blighting their day with my stammering requests for autographs and clumsily posed photos. Even though, irrationally, I know perfectly well that’s why they’re here.


I’m interrupted in this guilty stream of consciousness by Nathan, who apparently has no such qualms and is happily brandishing a glossy picture of himself, his five-year-old daughter and Nicola ‘Peri’ Bryant, taken in the convention’s photo studio on the second floor of the hotel in exchange for fifteen pounds. It looks disturbingly like a family portrait, and he jokes that he’ll be placing it on the mantelpiece in his front room and telling unsuspecting visitors to the house that Bryant was his first wife.


As the afternoon lengthens, and pints of beer in varying shades of brown start to appear in the hands of the more daring attendees, I watch Bryant and Mark ‘Turlough’ Strickson – the undisputed sex bombs of 1980s Doctor Who – being quizzed by the masses. This time, the onstage interviewer could scarcely be a more appropriate choice to draw to a close Doctor Who’s first major convention day since the programme’s glorious return to the Saturday-evening schedules. It’s Avon from Blake’s 7.


A natural successor to Doctor Who on my great, lifelong sci-fi journey, Blake’s 7 was the tricky A-level to Doctor Who’s breezy GCSE. Although admittedly, in later series, modules on sci-fi grittiness were replaced by lessons in advanced campery and practical, vocational scenery-chewing. It occupied a vital part of the Monday-night TV landscape, and gave brilliantly charismatic actor Paul Darrow the chance to shine as the scheming, sneering computer genius Avon, a character who – in the words of my dad – ‘looked like he had a crisp up his arse and was trying hard not to break it’.


As the trio elicit questions from the crowd, a minor microphone malfunction reduces one otherwise articulate-sounding fan to a stammering Norman Collier impersonation. ‘. . . like . . . ask Mark about . . . Mike Read . . . TARDIS Wendy House . . .’ is the resulting enquiry. Strickson uses all of his convention experience to translate, and returns with a seamless stream of 1980s-themed showbiz anecdotes that begins with his pursuit into the aforementioned Wendy House by fellow Saturday Superstore guest ‘Rolf Bloody Harris’, and ends with an affectionate tribute to veteran radio actor Valentine Dyall.


Known to a generation of terrified youngsters as ‘the Man in Black’, Dyall had shot to fame in the 1940s, his brilliantly velvet and sinister tones providing the narration to popular horror anthology series Appointment With Fear. In 1983, in failing health, he’d made his final television appearance in Strickson’s debut story Mawdryn Undead, portraying the Black Guardian, a cosmic avenging angel whose dark and all-pervading nature was only slightly undermined by the presence of a badly stuffed crow perched wonkily on his head. ‘We had to organise filming around him,’ smiles Strickson, ‘because he lived in Brighton and would only travel to London between ten o’clock and three o’clock, when his pensioner’s railcard came into operation.’


Back in the bar, Nathan has started drinking in earnest. As I arrive, he’s deep in conversation with John, a bearded and erudite fan who curiously manages to bear a passing resemblance to both a young John Peel and Whispering Bob Harris. He’s also, I notice immediately, the man who said, ‘. . . like . . . ask Mark about . . . Mike Read . . . TARDIS Wendy House . . .’ to Mark Strickson. We shake hands warmly and, as more and more pints of John Smith’s bitter arrive at the table, I find my eyes starting to sink pleasantly into the back of my head, my backside starting to sink pleasantly into the back of the chair, and my tongue – for reasons I can’t quite recollect – embarking on a passionate defence of Stephanie de Sykes and her immortal Crossroads spin-off hit ‘Born with a Smile on My Face’. We talk of life, love and the little-remembered episode from 1975 when Noele Gordon’s wedding car was inexplicably chauffeured by Larry Grayson.


The bar thins out slowly, and our group extends to include the newly arrived Toyota TARDIS-owner Sorcha. She has arrived to take both me and it home, although at present it’s debatable as to which one of us will be spending the night on the drive.


‘You’re early!’ I hiccup, noting her frosty glare as Nathan transports the latest round of drinks from the bar. ‘You said you were coming at midnight!’ Somewhere in the beer-sodden muddle of my mind, it’s barely half past nine and the evening is young, and filled with potential. Sorcha wordlessly taps her watch to reveal that it’s actually twenty past twelve. The tension is only defused when John welcomes her warmly, and coerces her to reveal that her earliest memory of Doctor Who was an episode that she’s convinced kicked off her lifelong fear of spiders – a story in which the Time Lady Romana picks up an intergalactic coconut and inexplicably holds it to her face, cracking the fruit open and unleashing onto her cheek a giant arachnid clearly constructed from pipe cleaners and buttons. Very early in our relationship, I’d identified the story as 1980’s ‘Full Circle’ – set in the strange alternate universe of E-Space, where physics work differently and spiders are rubbish – and dug out the video to show her in an attempt to expunge her deep-seated childhood trauma, convinced that the nature of the scene as viewed through adult eyes would be enough to reverse twenty years of spider-related anguish. Five years of therapy later, she’d just about recovered sufficiently to watch the new series of Doctor Who without having to glimpse it furtively through her fingers.


The conversation, in my mind, lasts ten minutes. The conversation, in the real world, lasts nearly three hours. It’s 3am before she manages to persuade me, as John wobbles to the bar once more, that ‘one for the space-time continuum’ is really not an option she’s prepared to consider. I’m dragged bodily from the bar, and Nathan – opportunistic as ever – manages to coax a lift home as well. As we pass through the High Street, a substantial fight is breaking out by the town hall, and a blockade of police cars is moving in to dispel the trouble. ‘Where are the Axons when you need them?’ I slur, and Nathan’s unmistakable laugh ack-acks around the car. Sorcha, surprisingly, seems considerably less amused. I close my eyes and dream strange, twisted dreams of Stephanie de Sykes and Blue Riband biscuits.


BLOODY STUPID THINGS I HAVE DONE IN THE NAME OF FANDOM NUMBER ONE: BUILDING A FULL-SIZED K-9


It’s February 1984, and myself and my new best friend, Doug Simpson, are entrenched in Doug’s dad’s garage putting the finishing touches to our full-sized model K-9. Doug’s dad is a carpenter with a burgeoning rabbit-hutch business, and Doug is more adept with a hacksaw and a smoothing plane than most eleven-year-olds are with cardboard and scissors. Me included, and in recognition of my ineptness I’ve been relegated to cutting out the robot mutt’s ears from an old Tudor crisps box found abandoned at the back of the workshop. I’ve probably removed a couple of fingertips already.


K-9 is our first finished project. He’s solid, made of wood, and painted with grey Dulux Matt Finish from Yarm’s modest hardware store, presumably part of a job lot left over from decorating the nearby Young Offenders Institute. We’ve constructed him on gloomy school evenings and freezing weekends amid a private tirade of ill-informed filth, Doug being Levendale Primary School’s recognised amateur expert on all matters sexual. We’ll be at secondary school within months, and are enjoying a last fling of innocence before puberty arrives, although Doug already has a voice deep enough to rattle crockery at twenty paces. We’re obsessed with the vintage ‘nuddy calendar’ hidden behind a dirty overall at the back of the workshop, a long-abandoned relic displaying enough female pubic hair to carpet a modest stairwell. Although admittedly, at this stage in our development, we wouldn’t have a clue what to do with any of it. Given the opportunity, we’d probably use it to give K-9 a Frankie Goes to Hollywood hairstyle.


‘Finished,’ says Doug, sticking on the dog’s ears with some carefully adhered Bostik. ‘Look at that, what a fucking beauty.’


‘What should we do with him now?’ I ask, idly seizing the Bostik to reapply a severed finger.


‘Photo shoot,’ replies Doug, with the seasoned, sassy confidence of an eleven-year-old media whore. ‘We’ll have to take him to your house, though – my dad’s camera’s shagged.’


It’s half a mile from Doug’s house to mine, along the busy main road that runs straight downhill to the dreaded Yarm High Street. Safe to say the sight of two tousled-haired eleven-year-olds pushing a full-sized K-9 along a bustling suburban highway doesn’t go unnoticed amongst Yarm’s gentlemen motorists. This afternoon is the first time in my life I’ve seen anyone make a fully fledged ‘wanker’ sign.


Half an hour later, we trundle K-9 into my parents’ drive and push him into the garden, pressing my poor, giggling mum into service as our resident David Bailey. I convince myself that our nonplussed collie, Ricky, is actually a strange, mutated, hitherto unseen Dalek, genetically modified especially by Davros to have a mane of shaggy auburn hair and an insatiable desire for inter-galactic Bonios. We’re finished in time for the start of Grange Hill, and I generously leave Doug to push K-9 home by himself. I’ve no doubt, two decades on, that he enthusiastically pressed into service a ‘wanker’ sign of his own, behind my unsuspecting back as he bade me a fond farewell. By the end of the week, K-9 is being proudly paraded in assembly before a packed Levendale Primary School hall. Our amazingly hairy headmaster, Mr Chalkley, seizes the chance to lace our project with some ill-advised educational content.
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